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COVID-19 vaccines fail to alter
neuro symptoms of Long COVID

While vaccination decreases the severity of acute COVID-19 and the rate of hospitalisation and death, it does not alter the

R. Prasad
hile  CO-
VID-19 vac-
cination
decreases
the severity of COVID-19
disease and the rate of hos-

pitalisation and death, a
study published recently
has found that vaccination
prior to SARS-CoV-2 infec-
tion does not necessarily
reduce the neurological
manifestations and burden
of Long COVID. This in-
cludes patients who had a
severe infection that neces-
sitated hospitalisation and
those with a mild infection
who did not require hospi-
talisation. Commaon neuro-
logical symptoms of Long
COVID include brain fog,
numbness and tingling,
headache, dizziness, pro-
blems with smell and taste,
and intense fatigue.

At the beginning of the
study, the authors hypoth-
esised that since COVID-19
vaccines reduce the severi-
ty of COVID-19 disease, the
vaccines may also similarly
reduce the neurological
manifestations of subse-
quent Long COVID. But the
findings of the study have
thrown a surprise. "While
vaccination decreases the
severity of acute COVID-19
and the rate of hospitalisa-
tion and death, the sober-
ing conclusion of our study
is that vaccination prior to
infection did not alter the
subsequent neurologic ma-
nifestations of Long COVID
in our clinic population,”
the authors write. The stu-
dy was published in the
journal Brain
Communicalions.

*We aimed to identify
what effects — if any — vac-
cination prior to infection
has on neurological symp-
toms of Long COVID, as

subsequent neurologic manifestations of Long COVID

Limitations
of COVID-19
vaccines

The first 1,300 patients with neurological
symptoms of Lang COVID were recruited

for the study

&

It had two groups — 200 participants | Neurological symptoms of Long

wha were previously hospitalised
for severe COVID-19, and 1,100

participants with only mild disease

COVID occurred immaterial of
whether the infection occurred
before or after vaccination

People in both groups had
irmpaired quality-of-life in
cognitive, fatigue, sleep,
anxiety and depression

Farticipants performed
Warse on a range

of cognitive tests
compared to the
general population with
no difference based on
their vaccination status
at the time of infection

Participants with
breakthrough
infections had
more frequent pre
existing depression/
anxiety than
pre-vaccination
infection groups

were the most

10 months after
symptoms onset,
brain fog, numbness/
tingling, and headache

commoen neurclogical
symptoms in peaple
with severe disease

The three

maost common
neuralogical
symptoms in
people with mild
disease were brain
fog, headache,
and dizziness

well as the quality of life
and cognitive function of
our patients. These find-
ings are sobering since it
shows that vaccination
prior to infection does not
reduce the neurological
manifestations of Long CO-
VID,” lgor Koralnik from
Northwestern ~ Medicine
and the corresponding
author of the paper said in
a release.

The study recruited the
first 1,300 patients with
neurological symptoms of
Long COVID at the North-
westernn Medicine Neuro
COVID-19 Clinic between
May 2020 and March 2023.
Of the 1,300 participants
enrolled in the study, 200
participants had been pre-
viously hospitalised for
severe COVID-19, while the
remaining 1,100 partici-
pants had only mild CO-
VID-19 symptoms that did
require hospitalisation.

Besides grouping the pa-
tients based on the severity
of the disease requiring
hospitalisation, the auth-
ors also looked at the tim-
ing of infection — break-

through infection
post-vaccination and infec-
tion prior to vaccination.
Based on the quantitative
metrics used to assess the
quality of life, the study
found that patients in both
groups — those with severe
disease requiring hospitali-
sation and those with a
mild disease not requiring
hospitalisation — had im-
paired quality-oflife in
cognitive, fatigue, sleep,
anxiety and depression im-
material of whether the in-
fection had occurred post-
vaccination (breakthrough
infection) or before vacci-
nation.

The study found that pa-
tients in both groups — sev-
ere disease requiring hos-
pitalisation and mild
disease not requiring hos-
pitalisation — with break-
through  infections had
more frequent pre-existing
depression/anxiety than
their respective pre-vacci-
nation infection groups. Al-
50, patients with mild dis-

ease not requiring
hospitalisation  due to
breakthrough infections

had more frequent comor-
bidities of headache, lung
and gastrointestinal diseas-
es than those with infec-
tion before vaccination. An
average of 10 months after
symptom onset, brain fog
(86.5%), numbness/tin-
gling (56.5%), and hea-
dache (56.5%) were the
three most common neur-
ological symptoms in pa-
tients with severe disease
requiring hospitalisation.
For patients with mild dis-
ease not requiring hospi-
talisation, the three most
common neurological
symptoms were brain fog
(83.9%), headache (70.9%)
and dizziness (533.8%). Pa-
tients with mild disease
caused by breakthrough
infections more frequently
reported dizziness (61.5%)
compared t pre-vaccina-

tHon infection patients
(50.6%).
The study found that pa-

tients developing neuro-
logical symptoms of Long
COVID after breakthrough
infections have a higher
burden of comorbidities
than those with pre-vacci-

nation infections. Accord-
ing to the authors, this
highlights different risk
factors warranting target-
ed management. Further
longitudinal studies are
warranted to determine
the long-term outcome of
neurological symptoms of
Long COVID patients with
breakthrough infections
and pre-vaccination infec-
tions, they note.

In another paper pu-
blished in November 2024,
the same team from North-
western Medicine found
that neurclogic manifesta-
tions of Long COVID dis-
proportionately  affected
young and middle-aged
adults regardless of acute
COVID-19 severity. The stu-
dy found that younger and
middle-aged  individuals
accounted for 142 of 200
(7T1%) patients who were
previously hospitalised for
severe COVID-19 and 995
of 1100 (90.5%) patients
with only mild COVID-19
symptoms that did require
hospitalisation. While
there was a higher preva-
lence of comorbidities and
abnormal neurologic find-
ings in older patients, at
10 months from COVID-19
onset, there was significant
lower prevalence of neurc-
logic manifestations of
Long COVID in older pa-
tients. On the other hand,
younger and middle-age
patients suffer from a high-
er burden of neurological
symptoms of Long Covid
and cognitive dystunction
contributing to decreased
quality of life. “Neuro Long
COVID principally affects
adults in their prime, con-
tributing to profound pu-
blic health and socioeco-
nomic impacts warranting
dedicated resources for
prevention, diagnosis and
interventions,” they write.



The 45-day gathering of Hindu ascetics, saints, ash-smeared Naga Sadhus, skeleton-donning Aghoris
ar, nearly twice the population of Uttar Pradesh, Indias most populous State

Ishita Mishra

onday, lanuary 13, marked

the first diy of 45-day long

Maha Kumbh in Prayagraj,

listed by UNESCO as the
largest peaceful religous congregation
of pilgrimes on earth, where devotees
walk miles to take a dip at “Sangam’,
the convergence of the holy rivers
Ganga and Yamuna and the mythical
Saraswatl. The fir is visited hy Hindu
ascetics, saints, ash-stmeared Naga
Sadhus, skeleton-donning Aghois and
other piigrims. It Is expected to have a
footlall of 450 million this year, nearly
twice the population of Uttar Pradesh,
India's most populous State.

Kumbih, derved from a Sansket
word which means a pitcher, is
rotationally held every three years at
the four riverside cities of Pravagraj,
Haridwar, Ufjain and Nasik. Its
schedule is based on the planetary
alignments, mainly of that of Sun and
Jupiter. The Ardh (half) Kumbh is held
every six years ar Haridwar and
Prayagraj while the Purna (complete)
Kumbh takes place in all four cities,
every 12 years. The Maha Kumbh
happens after 12 Puma Kumbhs in
Prayagraj, once in 144 years and is
considered the most auspicious.

The mythological beliefs say that
drops of Amrit (essence of
immortality) were spilled at these sites
from an wm which came out during
the Samudra Mantha (churning of the
ocean) done by the gods and demons.

The central ritual of the fair remains
bathing in icy cold waters of the sacred
rivers where millions immerse
themselves with the belief thar the act
will cleanse them of their sins and
liberate them from the cycle of birth
and death and will atain splritual

liberation.

A gathering of ascetics

Religious texts also link Kumbh Mela's
origins to the Sth-century philosopher,
Adi Shankarach n blished

A confluence of faith and culture

Maha Kumbh

yei

sects) — Nievand, Atal, Niranjani,
Anand, Juna, Awahan and Agni,
Nirmolu, Digambar Ani and Nirvani
Ani, the two Udasin Akharas (Naya and
Badla) and the Nirmala Akharu, The
saints from these sects, who sport
weapons such as tridents, swords, and
lances, are the main attraction at the
Kumbh.

The latest in the line of Akharas s
the Kinnar (ansgender) Akhara,
established in 2015 by transgender
rights activist Laxmi Narayan Tripathi.
‘The Akhara is still competing for space
between the community of religious
leaders but remains one of the most
visited Akharas in Kumbh.

The Akharas use the fair as an
1o elect their chiefs and

ya,
this practice of gatherings of ascetics
from across the country, for discussion
on religion. It was Shankaracharya
who instituted the monastery system
and the 13 Akharas (warrior-saint

P
divide powers ot its council meeting
called the Dharam Sansad. This vear,
the meeting, scheduled on January 27,
may pass a proposal for the formation
of a ‘Sanatan Board' (a board

dedicated to safeguard the Hindu
religlous sites), which will be sent ro
the government with a request for
implementation.

The seers have already placed
wishes such as 1o entry for Muslims
and non-Hindus at the Kumbh, which
was partially supported by Chief
Minister Yogi Adityanath who says that
those who don't believe In Sanatan
Dharma should not visit the event

Mahatmi Gandhi had visited the
Kumbh Meka in 1918, Political parties
today capitalise on this event to win
over Hindus. The fair was also used by
the Vishwa Hindu Parishd to chalk out
the blueprint for the Ram temple
construction In Ayodhya in 1989,

With the BJP being in power at the
Centre and State, this year's Kumbh is
one of the most well-funded religious
gatherings being held in the country.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi dubbed
it s A Maha Yagva of Unity”, as the

PHOTO: PTI

Centre approved a special gramt of
2,100 crore for 1. About 37,500 crore
was devoted to ensure proper logistics
ta host millions

A sprawling tent city has been
carved out within the limits of
Prayagraj district, spread across an
approximately 4,000-hectare area and
divided in 25 sectors, 12 ghats for
bathing. A large group of bureaucrats
were deployed at the site to ensure
smooth management of the fair, The
adrport was expanded to accommodare
mote flights while the [ndian Raflways
has announced that it will run 13,000
trains to Prayagraj to ensune maximum
devotees arrive at the Kumbh putting
Immense pressure on the town which
exveeds its carryving capacity every
time the fair is organised. In the 2019
Kumbiy, this gathering generuted
18,000 metric tonnes of solid waste.

Approximately 1,60.000 tent
shelters have been constructed this

time to accommmodate 15-20 lakh
Kaipuasis - devotees who spend
around a monch in the falr living a
minimalistic life. Although the tents
are free fur the Kalpwasis, they do bear
the brunt of rocketing price of
groceries, travel and other needs,

Agart from the cublcal-shaped
hiking tents for Kaipwasis, the
government has also set aside haxury
cottages across the Sangam bank 10
drive tourism, These coftages cost
150,000 to U lakh per night.

With 1,50,000 toilets, deployment
of police offices, hospirals, banks, and
eateries, the State has not left any
stone unturned to make the Maha
Kumbh an event like never before.

The fair has gigantic posters of the
Prime Minister and the Chief Minister,

dvertising schemes and achi
of the BJP government, including the
LPG schemes, Swachh Bharat, sokar
energy, among others.

Business opportunities

The fair presents business
opportunities to bodh local traders as
well as mulninationals who set up
kiosks to expand businesses. From
Dornino's pizza to Cale Cotlee Day,
from RBI to LIC and from medicines to
clothes, agriculture products and
gadgets, the Maha Kumbh has a stall
selling everything. The State has
projected to generate up w0 22 lakh
erare from this 45-day long gathering,
which will end on February 26.

With millions gathering at the river
banks, the Kumbh Melas had seen
accidents such as stampedes in the
Ezsl. which led to the deaths of

indreds of pilgrins, With the
humongous footfall at the site,
incidents of missing cases too have
become synonymous with the fals.
Several Bollywood maovies have drawn
their plots from the Kumbh where
heroes get separated from families at
the fair and then dramatically reunited
decades later.

After the end of the gathering,
Sangam city will once again rurn into a
barren land, which will be used by the
farmers to grow melons and children
to play, leaving the sand banks to wait
for another Kumbh to feed lively again,

s expected to have a footfall of 450 million this

THE GIST
-

Kumbh, decived from a
Sanshrit word which means a
pitcher, s rotationally held
every three pears at the four
reesxde oties of Prayagraj,
Haridwar, Ujiain and Kasik

-
The Ardh (hall) Kumbh is held
every s years at Haddwar and
Prayagraj while the Puma
feompletel Kumbh takes place
in all four Gties, every 12 years

v

The Maha Kumbh happens
after 12 Purna Kumbhs in
Prayagral, once n 144 yoars
and Is considerad the most
auspicious



Can Bhopal waste be safely disposed of?

What is the plan on the hazardous gas leak waste? How much has the Central government
allocated to the Madhya Pradesh government to incinerate the waste and deposit the residue at a
landfill in Pithampur? Why have there been protests?

Priyali Prakash
Vasudevan Mukunth

The story so far:
n January 2, Madhya Pradesh
government authorities moved 358
tonnes of hazardous waste from the
defunct Union Carbide facility in
Bhopal to the Pithampur industrial area in Dhar
district. On December 3 last year, the Madhya
Pradesh High Court had set a four-week deadline
for authorities to dispose of this waste, nearly 40
vears after the gas disaster that killed more than
4,000 people and injured or debilitated
thousands more,

What is the waste's status?
The dizaster on the intervening night of
December 2-3, 1984, was the result of poisonous
gases leaking from the plant, which Union
Carbide had set up to manufacture fertilizers.
The waste at the facility is composed of the
ingredients required to make these fertilizers.
After years of lying in Bhopal and multiple
petitions from civil society groups, the Madhya
Pradesh government was to incinerate the waste
at a Treatment, Storage, and Disposal Facility
(TSDF) in Pithampur more than 200 km away.
Officials arranged for the waste to be packaged
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Sensitive issue: Trucks with toxic waste inside Pitharmpu

rindustrial Waste

The US.
Environ-
mental
Protection
Agency says
composite
liners at
landfills
with
hazardous
waste will
degrade
and have o
he
reinstalled
at intervals

Management Pvt Ltd in Dhar, Madhya Pradesh on January 11 a i rasuciu

—

and transported in secure long-haul containers.

But protests in the industrial town by the local
population fearing harmful emissions from the
incineration have paused the State’s plans.

On January 6, the Madhya Pradesh High Court
gave the State government six weeks to safely
dispose of the waste. The order came after State
authorities had also sought time to spread
awareness about the manner of disposal and
measures to minimise its effects on health and
the environment.

The Central government has allocated T126
crore to the State to incinerate the waste and
deposit the residue in the TSDF landfll.

Why Pithampur?

In 2012, the Supreme Court selected the
Pithampur facility as being the most suitable
final destination for the waste. According to the
Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB), it is the
sole TSDF in the State and includes a landfill and
an incinerator. The CPCB submitted an affidavit
to the apex court in 2013 attesting to the TSDE's
ability to ‘handle’ the waste.

In 2015, Madhya Pradesh organised a ‘trial
run’ in which it incinerated 10.1 tonnes of the
waste at the TSDF. The CPCB monitored the
process with help from experts from private
laboratories in Chennai and Hyderabad.
Notably, the State had secretly advanced the
incineration date by a few days to sidestep local
resistance.

According to Bhopal Gas Tragedy Relief and
Rehabilitation Department director Swatantra
Kumar Singh, the emissions from the trial were
under stipulated limits. The State’s public
relations office also reported no adverse effects
on the environment or on public health.

Is the waste harmful?

The ‘trial’ waste consisted of 4.8 tonnes of
excavated waste, 1.6 tonnes of semi-processed
residue, 1.3 tonnes of naphthol waste, 1.3 tonnes
of carbaryl residue, and 0.8 tonnes of reactor
residue. According to a December 2024 press
release from the State's public relations office,
the Regional Director (Central) of CPCB Bhopal
had collected and tested five water samples from
around the Pithampur TSDF. The report

(numbered WW24.25-188.189) indicatad the
water colour, chloride, sulphate, and fluoride
concentrations, hardness, and the amount of
total dissolved solids “exceeded permissible
limits™ specified in the 15 10500 standard in two
open wells near the landfill.

However, the release said according to
“scientists involved in the analysis” the higher
values “reflect groundwater quality and don’t
appear to be linked to the TSDF operations™.

The release also said experts from the All
India Institute of Medical Sciences (ATIMS)
Bhopal and the Indian Council of Medical
Research reportedly surveyed 12 villages and
found the prevalence of skin and respiratory
ailments to be lower than the national average.

Credible media reports in 2015 had said
around four-times as much ash and residue as
the waste combusted (by mass) had been
generated and which the CPCB had said it would
dispose of in the landfill, including protections
to contain leachates.

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) has said these protections can degrade
and need to be reinstalled at periodic intervals.

What next?

Madhya Pradesh has temporarily put off
incinerating the waste, Authorities have said the
local protests, including two attempts at
self-immolation, mean they would first like to
improve public confidence in the safety of the
disposal process.

“We are preparing 50-odd master trainers,
including science teachers, professors, and
officials,” PTT quoted Dhar collector Privank
Mishra as saying. “They will be informed about
the exact status of the waste before they reach
aut to people to dispel misinformation.”

There will also be another trial run: a 90-kg
batch will be incinerated at 1,200° C, Mr. Singh
said. According to the EPA, most organic
compounds (like naphthol) are destroyed when
subjected to 590° to 650° C. Operating
hazardous waste incinerators at 980-1,200° C
would thus strip the waste of organics.

If the resulting emissions don't breach legal
thresholds, the rest will be incinerated in
batches of 270 kg each over three months, If the
emissions exceed, Mr. Singh had told The Hindu
the batch size would be reduced and the
duration extended to nine months.

The next hearing in the High Court is set for
February 18.

With inputs from Mehul Malpani.



Why are fertility
levels declining
in India?

What has a global study shown abon
the todal fernlity rate in India? Why are
the southern Sates worried?

L Mayi
The story o far:

A ‘global fertllity in 204 countries and
territories from 19502002 has found that

lertility is declivdng globally and that future
Teniliy rares will continue w decline workiwide,
remming ki even under siccesaiil
implemenzations of pro-natal policies.

What has it eoted about India?

The Globial Burden of Diseases, [njuries, and
Risk Factoes Stady (GHD) 2021, noted that Indin
L e frewen & Bertility rate of G in the
19505 10 2 Tota Feriliny Race (TFRyof 1.9 (0
20121, This, it pointed out, wis bebow the
replicement fertility level of 21 fwhich i the
avirage number of children a woman shoukd
havee t replace herself and her generarion, for
populadon stability). The GBD study projected
that the TFR eould Fall further w L0 - barely
ot child per wionman — by 2000,

Thiee steep fall in fertility evels s triggered
concerrs about the palitical and socio-economic
Bllout, especially in the scuthern States, which
fear the los of parlinmentary sems post the
delimitation exereise in 2026

Why s fertilley falling?

Even though the country has had one of the
oldest birth control family planmning
programmes, incraused fermale lteracy,
workforce participation of women, women's
empowerment arud mproved aspiradons coold
hiwve contribiuted more o the steady drop in
leriiity rates over the decades than the Githiful

5 adoption of farmily
With an ageing planning initiatives.
population, increased The decline in
demands on fertiliry rare has plsoa
healtheare, a It des choy with

migrating vouth, the  hansing seciecal
consequences of ﬂ“,’-‘;ﬁ‘:{ﬁ‘""
declining fertlity are oo dicrion, with

being scutely el i women incremingly
States such as Kerila exerching thelr
choice, They often

preder o marry late o ool at all, olien choosing
wireer and finandal independence over
matherhood. Rising ries of infertility in both
men and womien and abortions e important
factors which could be contributing to this
decling in ferrility though no absolate dara is
avallable, With an Increasing number of young
men and wemen opeing to go abroad for higher
stuclies and jobs and choosing to settle down
and raise their families there, migration i
another key factor that conld be m play when
one considers the decline in fertlity levels,

Wit are the b pbcathons?
Dectinlg fertiliy rates have resudted in i ripid
demographic transition in many seuthern
Snages, The consequences of this = an ageing
pupulation. a declining vouny workforce and
inereased demands on healthcare and social
securily measures for the care of an increasing
popularion of the efderfy - are baing acunely felt
in States such s Kerala, Migraton of youngsters
In sesreh of bener prospects s also an lssue,

What i happening in the soutbern States?
There ks concern over the rreversible ferdlivy
dectine ternss the courtry, but more 30 in the
sowithern Sates, where fertilty rates hod
drupped below the replacernent levels much
earber than the vest of Ina.

Kerata ledd the demographic transiton in the
Saurh, achieving the replacement level festility
rate in 1983, with the other fur States achieving
this by midd-2000, Along with educatlon and
WOInen's d inthe
sacial aned health sectoes, which were the
hallmark of Kerala's high human developmens
index, the State has also seen low economic
lirvestments s growth, Educared your are
leaving the State; the proportion of the aged
popialation s expected o surgss that of
hildren (3% in 2036}, Changed attitades
towards marrige and motherhood are

innimg to reflect in the hoahth of women,
leading w an ncreasing proportion of older
mothers and pregnancy-related morbidities.

Werala's high labour wages and high guality of
Iife i are anracting internal migeation from
wther States 1o supplant a shrinking wockforce.
Thie Stare Planning Board reckons that by 2030,
the propartion of migrant labour could be close
1o 60 Lk, abous one-siuth of the Staes
populadon.

Wihat b the way forward?

Fertility decline i almnst abways irreversible and
thie graph, cnece it starts going down, may never
‘b back, Countries Bke Seith Korea, which
tried tostem the demographic crisis by pumping
in milfioms have Gaiked and the fertility rate
plunged from 0.78 n 2002 10 0.73 In 2003,

i et thit h
policies te propel the growtd of the economy,
improve job prospects for the youth and tap the
potential of 3 growing popelation of senior
citizens, can help in reducing the impact of o
Iong spell of bow, sub-replacement level fertility
rates on countres.




Will the ceasefire in the Gaza Strip hold?

How did Israel and Hamas come to an agreement? Why did it take 15 months for a deal? What will
it entail? What role did Qatar, Egvpt and the US. play? How will it affect other countries in the
region? How will things change with Trump in the White House?

Stanly John'
The story so far:
frer 15 months of fighting, which was
triggered by Hamas's October 7, 2023
attack in which about 1,200 people
were killed, Israel and Hamas have
accepted a ceasefire in Gaza, On Saturday,
Tsrael's 24-member cabinet gave approval to the
agreement, which is expected to be
implemented in three phases. The deal, which
came into force on Sunday, was reached in talks
mediated by Qatar, Egypt and the U.S. If it holds,
it would provide a desperately needed relief for
Gaza, the tiny strip along the Mediterranean Sea
which was relentlessly bombed by Lsraeli
Defence Forces (IDF) over the past 15 months in
which over 46,000 Palestinians were killed and
almost the entire population of the enclave
displaced.

What are the terms?

The deal is to be implemented in three phases.
In the 42-day first phase, Hamas will release 33
hostages, most of those alive, and Israel will free
roughly 1,000 Palestinian security prisoners.
Israel will also partially withdraw the IDF from
Gaza, and allow the entry of about 600 trucks of
humanitarian aid into the enclave every day. The
IDF is expected to withdraw from the Netzarim
Corridor, which separates northern Gaza, which
has seen massive Israeli bombardment from Day
one of the war, from the south, where most of
the enclave’s population have been pushed into.
If the Israeli troops withdraw from Netzarim, it

Arab and
Israeli
media claim
that the
Trump
factor
plaved a
key part

In ruins: Smoke rises over the Gaza Strip after an lsraeli strike, as seen from
the lsraeli border on January 17. GETTY IMAGES

would allow some of the displaced Gazans to
move from the south and centre to the north,
But in the first phase, Israeli troops will
remain in the Philadelphi Carridor on the Rafah
crossing — which means Israel will continue to
monitor Gaza's border with Egypt. On the 16th
day of the first phase, discussions are expected
to begin on the second phase. If the first phase is
implemented as per plan, 65 hostages will still
be in Hamas's captivity and Israeli troops will
still be there at Philadelphi and some buffer
zones in Gaza. In the second stage, Hamas will
be required to release most of the remaining
living hostages and both sides should declare a
permanent end to the hostilities. The third
phase will involve discussions on the ‘day after”,

Why did both parties accept a ceasefire now?
The deal accepted by both parties is not
essentially different from the deal offered eight
months ago. Hamas had announced earlier that
it would accept a deal, provided the war is
brought to a permanent encl.

In May, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu dismissed the agreement, saying
Tsrael would continue its military offensive in
Gaza until it meets its objectives.

But a lot has changed in the region since.

Israel now believes its regional standing has
become stronger. Hezbollah, the Lebanese
militia organisation, has lost most of its top
leadership in Israeli attacks. The IDF has killed
maost of the leaders of Hamas, including Yahya
Sinwar, Israel carried out a massive air strike in
Tran in October, targeting the Islamic Republic’s
air defences and other military facilities (to
which Iran hasn't responded yet). More
importantly, the fall of the Assad regime in Syria
has further weakened Iran’s so-called ‘axis of
resistance’ in West Asia. Mr. Assad’s Syria was
the land bridge between Iran and Hezhollah.
Since this land bridge is disrupted, Hezbollah
will find it difficult to rearm itself. These
developments have also strengthened Mr.
Netanyahu's political standing at home.

These factors probably influenced him to
change his position about a deal with Hamas.
But that's not all.

After months of fighting, Tsrael failed to meet
its declared objectives in Gaza. When he
launched the war, Mr. Netanyahu said Israel
would dismantle Hamas. Israeli attacks have
degraded Hamas’s militant infrastructure, but
Hamnas reinvented itself as an insurgency, its
original avatar. Antony Blinken, the U.S.
Secretary of State, recently said the American
assessment was that Hamas recruited as many
fighters as it had lost.

The inability to meet its objectives through

military means might also have influenced
Israel’s leaders to take a more pragmatic view of
pausing the conflict and getting the hostages
freed. Then, there is the Trump factor,

What role did the U.S. play?

The Biden administration has been pushing for a
ceasefire for long, but it also offered full support
to Israel’s war in Gaza. Washington continues to
supply weapons to Israel and offer diplomatic
protection to Israel at global fora. Mr. Biden's
refusal to use effective pressure tactics on lsrael
meant that the latter continued the war despite
Washington's public call and private diplomatic
push for a ceasefire. But now, Mr. Biden can
claim that a ceasefire was reached just days
betore he left the White House, Arab and Israeli
media claim that the Trump factor also played a
key role. Donald Trump had earlier said that “all
hell will break loose” if there was no agreement
between Israel and Hamas before he takes office
on January 20 as the 47th President of the U.S.
Mr. Trump's West Asia envoy Steve Witkoff had
met the negotiators and the Israeli leadership
last week. Times of Israel reported, quoting Arab
officials, that Mr. Witkoff managed to achieve in
a single meeting more than what President
Biden did the whole year.

Mr. Trump is known for his pro-lsrael
positions. But he had promised during his
campaign that he would bring the wars in West
Asia and Ukraine to an end if returned to the
White House, If the war is brought to an end,
besides the humanitarian angle, it would offer
some stability to West Asia, Mr, Trump may not
like the 118, being drawn into another
never-ending war in the region. Also, if the
Israel-Hamas war pauses, the Houthis of Yemen
could stop attacking Israel and the ships passing
through the Red Sea. Both the U.S, and Israel
carried out air strikes against the Houthis in
recent months but failed to stop their attacks.

If the Red Sea calms down, normal freight
traffic through the Suez Canal could resume,
tamping down the inflationary pressure on the
global economy.

Why is Phase 3 going to be a challenge?

As of now, the focus of both parties would be on
implementing the first phase — which has a fair
chance of being implemented. The second
phase could see the exchange of more hostages
for prisoners, But the real challenge would be
Phase 3. Hamas has demanded a complete
withdrawal of Israeli troops from Gaza. Israel
now realises that it cannot dismantle Hamas —
the organisation would survive in one way or
another. On a more practical note, Israel doesn't
want to leave Hamas as a ruling or fighting force
in Gaza. This poses a dilemma for [srael, If it
agrees to end the war and leave Gaza, Hamas
would remain a militant insurgency in Gaza. If
Israel continues to stay in Gaza, there won't be a
lasting ceasefire agreement and a war of attrition
will go on.



I am not entirely against Indianism,
don’t go correcting people: Tharoor

Sanjana Ganesh
CHENNAI

“I don’t go around correct-
ing people’s English as pe-
ople famously think,” said
writer-politician ~ Shashi
Tharoor as he discussed
etymology, Indianism,
creative insults by writers,
and his tryst with trolls,
and memes with the Chief
Executive Officer of The
Hindu, L.V. Navaneeth, at
the session titled “A won-
derland of words”, named
after his book.

Mr. Tharoor had tied his
tryst with words to his fath-
er Chandran, who often
challenged him with word
games. His father had back
then created a nascent ver-
sion of The New York Times
word game Wordle.

Shashi Tharoor in conversation with LV. Navaneeth. R. RAGU

“My father was a self-
taught man from a village
in Kerala where the stan-
dard of the [English] lan-
guage was not too great.
He read and subsequently
fell in love [with English]. It
is this love that is passed
down to us. My father had

a great zeal for life. When I
was young, I was happy to
escape into a book and ig-
nore the world. He shook
me out of it,” he said.

The author went on to
speak about words that
have made it to common
Indian parlance including

‘non-veg’, ‘wheatish com-
plexion’ and ‘passed out’.

He said that Indians of-
ten made the mistake of us-
ing the word ‘until’ incor-
rectly.

He finally added that he
was a proponent of the us-
age of the word ‘prepone’
as ‘advance’ seemed alien.
“People are often sur-
prised to know that I am
not entirely against Indian-
ism,” he said.

He added that he invent-
ed the word ‘Atmami’ — a
portmanteau of the San-
skrit ‘Atma’ meaning soul
and the French ‘Ami’
meaning friend to mean
soulmate or kindred spirit,
at the Pune Literature Fes-
tival earlier, and hoped
that the word could be
used more often.



In a first, doctors use tele-robotic system to do

two heart surgeri

Bindu Shajan Perappadan
Jacob Koshy
NEW DELHI

Combining  cutting-edge
technology with medical
innovation, doctors used
India’s first indigenous sur-
gical tele-robotic system to
successfully conduct two
complex heart surgeries
over a distance of 286 kilo-
metres - the longest, phys-
ical separation so far
achieved in India between
a patient and the operating
surgeon.

The surgical-robotic sys-
tem, SSI Mantra, deve-
loped by the medical tech-
nology company, SSI Ltd,
is the first-of-its-kind sys-
tem in India. It conducted
two surgeries on January 9
and 10 on two men, aged
59 and 56, with a team sta-
tioned at the SSI's robotics
control in Gurugram and

Dr. Lalitaditya Malik and his team after the two successful heart
surgeries. SPECAL ARRANGEMENT

another at the Manipal
Hospital in Jaipur.

The first procedure was
an internal mammary ar-
tery harvesting, which in-
volves removing the artery
for a coronary artery by-
pass grafting. The second
was a total endoscopic co-
ronary artery bypass.
which is considered a com-
plex cardiac surgery as the

surgeon has to work on the
artery while the heart is
still beating.

Speaking to The Hindu
about the surgeries, Dr.
Lalitaditya Malik, cardioth-
oracic vascular surgery
consultant at the Manipal
Hospital in Jaipur, said his
team of 10 medical staff
and five from an Informa-
tion Technology support

team did mock drills for
these operations for nearly
a week every day before
the actual procedures.

Better precision
“Latency time, ensuring
good connectivity, antici-
pating and being prepared
for medical and technical
problems are the challeng-
es associated with the pro-
cedure. The advantages in-
clude reduced time of
operation, better preci-
sion, minimal operation
trauma to the body in
terms of incision, blood
loss, recovery time and
chances of infection,” he
said.

The surgeries were suc-
cessful because the under-
lying technology enabled a
latency of 35-40 millise-
conds (one-20th of a se-
cond), meaning that ac-
tions executed in

es, over a distance of 286 km

Gurugram were almost in-
stantaneously transmitted
to the robotic surgical in-
struments in Jaipur. The
patients  have  been
discharged.

The surgeon involved,
Sudhir Srivastava, founder
of §S Innovations, and who
specialises in robotic car-
diac surgery, told The Hin-
du that MantraSync was a
proprietary tele-surgical
network module specifical-
ly designed to work seam-
lessly with the SSI Mantra
surgical-robot system.

“The technology has
been approved by the Cen-
tral Drugs Standard Con-
trol Organisation in India
under Class B and Class C
surgical devices. These ap-
provals affirm the safety,
efficacy, and regulatory
compliance of the system
for use in hospitals across
India,” said Dr. Srivastava.



Survey adds 24 new species to Munnar’s faunal stock

The Hindu Bureau
THIRUVANANTHAPURAM

A faunal survey in the Mun-
nar Wildlife Division has
led to the addition of 24
new species of birds, but-
terflies, and odonates to its
checklist.

The exercise, underta-
ken by the Forest Depart-
ment in association with
the Travancore Nature His-
tory Society, simultaneous-
ly surveyed the Mathiket-
tan Shola National Park
(MSNP), Pambadum Shola
National Park (PSNP), Ana-
mudi Shola National Park
(ANP), Kurinjimala Wildlife
Sanctuary (KWLS), Eravik-
ulam National Park (ENP),
and Chinnar Wildlife Sanc-
tuary (CWLS) from January
8 to 12. The area, lying bet-
ween 500 and 2,800
metres in elevation, was
surveyed by 21 teams com-
prising 78 delegates.

A total of 217 species of
birds were documented
during the survey, includ-
ing 11 new species, thereby
increasing the hird popula-

tion in the Munnar Wildlife
Division to 258. The addi-
tions include the Brown
Hawk Owl, Barred Button-
quail, Spotted Owlet, Mot-
tled Wood Owl, Baya Weav-
er, Red Munia (Red
Avadavat), Richard’s Pipit,
Jerdon’s Bushlark, Golden-
Headed Cisticola, Large
Grey Babbler, and Chest-
nut-Bellied Nuthatch.
Other notable species
spotted included the Nilgiri
Wood Pigeon, Mountain
Imperial Pigeon, Great
Eared Nightjar, Steppe Ea-
gle, Bonelli’s Eagle, Monta-
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New additions: Anamalai Sholakili, Red-disc Bushbrown and Red-veined darter. SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT

guw's Harrier, FEurasian
Sparrow Hawk, Lesser Fish
Eagle, Peregrine Falcon,
Indian Eagle Owl, Spot-bel-
lied Eagle Owl], Indian Grey
Hornbill, and Blue-eared
Kingfisher.

The MSNP recorded 84
species, PSNP recorded 72,
ANP 53, KWLS 68, ENP 115,
and CWLS 173 species.

8 new butterfly species

Munnar continues to be
home to several species of
butterflies with 166 species
recorded, including eight
new records, bringing the

checklist to 246 species.
The highest number of but-
terflies was recorded at
Chinnar with 148 species,
followed by Eravikulam (79
species), and Mathikettan
Shola (57 species).
Endemic  butterflies
such as the Red-disc Bush-
brown, Palni Bush-Brown,
Palni Fritillary, Palni four-
ring, Nilgiri four-ring, Nilgi-
ri Clouded Yellow, and Nil-
giri Tiger were observed.
Grass Jewel, the smallest
butterfly in the State, was
abundant at Chinnar. The
largest Indian butterfly, the

Southern Birdwing, was al-
so recorded in most of the
camps. As many as 33 spe-
cies were observed, des-
pite the cold weather pre-
vailing in the region. With
an addition of five new re-
cords, the total number of
odonates in Munnar has in-
creased to 58 species.

Five relatively common
odonates of lower eleva-
tions, which were pre-
viously unrecorded, were
also reported. These in-
clude Cratilla lineata cal-
verti (Forster, 1903), Ma-
crodiplax cora (Kaup in
Brauer, 1867), Palpopleura
sexmaculata  (Fabricius,
1787), Tholymis tillarga (Fa-
bricius, 1798), and Lestes
elatus Hagen in Selys, 1862.

In addition to these, the
researchers documented
mammals such as the Nilgi-
ri tahrs, tigers, leopards,
Nilgiri martens, gaurs, ele-
phants and 12 species of
reptiles and amphibians.
The survey was formally
launched by Harikrishnan
RV, Wildlife Warden,
Munnar Wildlife Division.



